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Parashat Pinchas 
 
 

The Reconstitution of Covenant in a Time of Exile 
 
We are meeting in the Wilderness. 
We are living in Exile.  
And the Internet is our Temple. 
 
And during this, my first full week as your Senior Rabbi, I’ve been thinking 
about a prophetic text and its writer: a man who lived in Exile during a 
period of institutional disruption and shifting communal affiliations.   
 
Isaiah 54:2 reads: 
 

6ֵ֗לֳהָא םֹו֣קְמ ׀ יִביִ֣חְרַה  
יִכֹׂ֑שְחַּת־לַא ּוּ֖טַי 6ִיַ֛תֹונְּכְׁשִמ תֹו֧עיִריִו  

׃יִק ֵּֽזַח 6ִיַ֖תֹדֵתיִו 6ִיַ֔רָתיֵֽמ ֙יִכיִ֙רֲאַה  
“Expand the site of your tent;  
extend the size of your sanctuary: Do not stint!  
Lengthen the ropes, and drive the stakes firm (Is. 54:2).” 
 
I’ve been thinking about these words, and the context within which they 
were composed: 
After the destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE,  
a writer, 
living in Exile in Babylonia,  
in the valley formed by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, 
living in the cradle of civilization, truly the center of the ancient Near East, 
living there, in what was to him a new world,  
but it may have felt like a wilderness. 
And there, in that place of uncertainty, he composed these words of 
exhortation: 
“Expand the site of your tent;  
extend the size of your sanctuary: Do not stint!  
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Lengthen the ropes, and drive the stakes firm (Is. 54:2).” 
 
This is chutzpadik (ballsy). 
Basically,  
he’s saying to his community at a time of rupture,  
of crisis,  
“Go Big or Go Home.” 
 
We are meeting one another in what feels like a wilderness, 
as we live in exile from the ways in which we used to live.  
And don’t you just want to go home? Back to the way things were?  
 
During these past several weeks,  
living in the wilderness of this pandemic,  
we’ve been reading a timely book called, “In the wilderness”:  
B’midbar (The Book’s English title, Numbers, undersells it). 
It too, like parts of the book of Isaiah, is a collection of exilic texts: 
narratives and laws formalized after the destruction of the Temple.  
And the authors of the Book of Numbers likely lived where Isaiah was:  
in that same valley formed by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers,  
at the center of what was, for them too, a new world,  
but it most definitely felt like a wilderness because they made the creative 
decision to rework older narratives of a people,  
their people, their predecessors, crossing from Egypt, through the 
wilderness, and to a promised land.  
 
Like Isaiah, these authors living in a period of crisis and creativity engaged 
in the complicated work, the heavy lifting, of reconstituting their covenant 
in the wake of tremendous disruption.  
And they did this by reframing a story of a people renewing itself in a place 
of peril and promise.  
They did this,  
because they were such a people,  
now living in Babylonia:  
a wilderness. 
And it is interesting to note, that these narratives of wilderness wanderings, 
these stories of bewilderments recounted in the Book of Numbers, lasted 
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for forty years: a period in which—according to the stories—an older 
generation dies, 
and a time-frame that roughly aligns with the fifty year or so period of their 
Exile.  
 
And here we are: in this wilderness. 
Exiled from the ways in which we lived our lives only 19 weeks ago. 
And we are meeting here, in this Temple, the Internet. 
 
When I say that the internet is our Temple, this is not, first and foremost, a 
statement about religion. Rather, it is a sociological one: it is a statement 
about the centrality of the Internet in our lives.  
 
Because our understanding of the ancient past is pixelated,  
fragmented,  
lo-def,  
it is hard for us to fully comprehend the centrality of the Temple as an 
institution in the lives of our Iron-Age predecessors.  
For them, their Temple, like our Internet, was an engine of commerce; a 
focal point for debates regarding access and control; a locus of transmission 
of information, of values, of Torah. 
And thus, its destruction engendered grave, existential questions:  
How will we live?  
How do we stay connected to one another and to our god?   
How do we perpetuate our community and our values? 
Although the conditions, the events, that led to the destruction of the 
Temple and to the Babylonian exile are utterly different from the events 
and conditions that have led to our predicament,  
these complex questions of our forebearers have now become our own: 
How do we make our livings? 
How do we stay connected with one another? 
How do we learn? How will we teach our children? 
Luckily though, 
THANK GOD, 
We have the Internet. 
 
The Internet is our Temple: and that was a statement about religion,  
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about our religious practice in these weeks of Covid-19.  
The Internet is our Temple, and we are in the wilderness, and since this is 
where we are meeting tonight,  
Let me introduce myself:  
I’ve come down from the hill country,  
that lies to the north, across the water. 
It was cooler there—I mean that in terms of the weather. 
Like many of you I decided to migrate with my family to this valley because 
it has become the center of a new world: A center point of a New World in 
which all of us have lived for only thirty or forty years.  
 
And I wanted to pitch my tent in this particular encampment,  
I wanted to join my tent with yours, Beth Am,  
because I perceive that our community,  
by dint of our geography,  
and as a result of the extraordinary confluences that have led all of us to 
gather in this virtual Mishkan,  
I perceive that we, Beth Am,  
we possess the unique potential, and therefore the responsibility,   
to reconstitute our covenant and to revision what it means to be a Reform 
community in this New World. 

 
As Reform Jews, we proudly carry the banner of “Choice through 
Knowledge”: confronting the claims of the past, we evolve our practice in 
order to thrive in the present.1  In the 6th Century BCE, during a period of 
shifting communal affiliation and institutional disruption the prophet Isaiah 
exhorted his community with these words:  
 
“Expand the site of your tent;  
extend the size of your sanctuary (mishkan):  
Do not stint!  
Lengthen the ropes, and drive the stakes firm (Is. 54:2).” 

 
Isaiah’s call “to go big” endures.  

 
1 As the CCAR’s Platform of Principles (1976) titled “A Centenary Perspective” states, “Reform Jews are 
called upon to confront the claims of Jewish tradition, however differently perceived, and to exercise their 
individual autonomy, choosing and creating on the basis of commitment and knowledge.” 
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During this crisis and beyond,  
his instructions illuminate our only choice:  
to double down on our values for they distinguish the essential mission of 
the Reform synagogue, to expand, and even, to redefine our mishkan so 
that its rooms will be aligned with new conceptions of affiliation and of 
practice.  
And,  
to not “stint”:  
In this challenging era that necessitates bold innovation and inclusive 
leadership,  
let us only be limited by our imaginations, 
so that we may stake our claim to the future.  
 
 
 


